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Introduction 
 The approach to Second Language Acquisition (SLA) outlined in this paper is 
influenced by two theories. It is influenced by Halliday’s Systemic Functional Grammar 
(SFG), which sees language and social context as being inextricably linked (Thompson, 
2004: 10). It is also influenced by Larsen-Freeman and Cameron (2008) who, when 
explaining the interaction of Complex Systems and Applied Linguistics; report that 
acquiring a second language can be thought of as being analogous to the workings of an 
eco-system, or the functioning of a modern city. This essay outlines how the theories of 
socially driven communication (SFG) and its attendant complexity (Complex Systems 
theory) can be of practical use in the EFL classroom. The author contends that this goal 
be achieved by using lesson content derived from authentic language input1. 
 Since a more communicative approach to language teaching appeared in the 
1970s (Richards and Rodgers, 2001), Context has become a key word in a diverse range 
of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) studies, such as pragmatics, vocabulary and the 
study of grammar. In the field of EFL, Context is taken to mean both the form and the 
function of the communication taking place between two or more people (hereafter 
referred to as Communication Context). This paper takes as it premise; that the 
Communication Context at any particular instance is, ‘the result of a very large number 
of complex choices. At each point where a unit [a word or a phrase or a clause] is 
completed, a large range of choice opens up and the only restraint is grammaticalness’ 
(Sinclair 1991: 109). 
 Thus, it is contended in this paper that a Communication Context consists of 
the multitude of variables which comprise a complex system. A system, which is all at 
the same time; dynamically inter-connected, non-linear, adaptive and open 
(Larsen-Freeman and Cameron, 2008). Such a system is multifaceted and therefore 
needs effort on behalf of learners to be able to, first appreciate, and then make use of the 
knowledge of the constituent parts of the communicative context to improve their 
interlanguage2. In order for learners to be able to appreciate and make use of the 
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complexity that makes up a communicative context, it is proposed that authentic input 
in the form of unscripted answers to a themed question be the basis of classroom 
activities in the setting of tertiary level Japan. 
 However, there leaves the question of how to structure such a set of lesson 
activities. The author proposes that Systemic Functional Grammar and a Complex 
Systems approach to Second Language Acquisition theory are compatible with this aim. 
In order to improve the interlanguage of learners, it is thought necessary for lesson 
activities to be able to help learners find systematic patterns in the authentic language 
input given in a communicative context. As a result, learners need to be encouraged to 
look at sentences not as made up of individual words but made up of figurative 
expressions and other chunks of language (also known as multi-word units) of which 
cannot be grammaticalised (Thompson, 2004 Widdowson, 1996,). 
 In order to appropriately explain the complexity of meanings, which unless 
analysed will be “hidden” from learners, i.e. the aforementioned multi-word units of 
language, this essay will first outline the three main metafunctions3 of Systemic 
Functional Grammar (Experiential, Interpersonal and Textual). This explanation is 
followed by three more strands of SLA theory (Language Awareness, Corpus 
Linguistics and Interlanguage Pragmatics), and how they may be combined. 
Furthermore, for these theories to be of practical use in a classroom setting, 
Content-based Instruction within Communicative Curriculum is also introduced. 
 
1. Outlining Systemic Functional Grammar 
 At its inception, Systemic Functional Grammar theorised the way in which first 
language is acquired by children (Halliday, 1973). However, SFG is also a point of 
reference for many in the field of Second Language Acquisition; it has though seldom 
appeared in the literature explicitly, mainly, perhaps, because it has influenced many 
areas of SLA at the theoretical level rather than at a more practical level. The main 
reason for this is probably because SFG itself explains a complex system in a way for 
researchers to understand, rather than for second language learners to make use of. As a 
result, all but a brief outline of the main points of SFG would be beyond the 
raison-d’être of this essay as, SFG is a complex notion in itself and ‘many students of it 
will be daunted by its scope’ (Thompson, 2004: ix). 
 As mentioned in the introduction, SLA is both systematic and variable in that it 
tries to explain ‘how [to] go about relating in a systematic way the functions performed 
by speakers to the wordings that they choose (Thompson, 2004: 29)’. The variation in 
words uttered in a particular circumstance, are identified by Systemic Functional 
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Grammar as three kinds of meaning in communication, referred to as metafunctions. 
The three metafunctions of Systemic Functional Grammar are shown below: 
 
i. Experiential 
 ‘We use language to talk about our experience of the world, including the worlds 
in our own minds, to describe events and states and the entities involved in them’ 
(Thompson, 2004: 30). Representing ideas about the world, the Experiential 
Metafunction represents the subject matter and context of use of a text4. 
 
ii. Interpersonal 
 ‘We also use language to interact with other people to establish and maintain 
relationships with them, to influence their behaviour, to express our own viewpoint on 
things in the world, and to elicit or change theirs’ (Thompson, 2004: 30). The 
Interpersonal Metafunction represents the aspects of a text regarding speaker/writer 
persona (variation), social distance, and relative social status. 
 
iii. Textual 
 ‘In using language, we organize our messages in ways that indicate how they 
fit in with other messages around them and with the wider context in which we are 
talking or writing’ (Thompson, 2004: 30). The Textual Metafunction represents the 
relationship to textual interactivity, spontaneity, and communicative distance. 
 
 Each Communication Context can thus be termed variable, i.e. it can be 
viewed in a multiplicity of different ways, simultaneously. It follows that to 
communicate meaning in a language at the correct level is a very complex task requiring 
great powers of control4 (Schmidt, 2001). It is this ability to instantly interpret a text5 in 
a multitude of ways that makes exchanging the complexity of human thought with an 
interlocutor, a manageable task. However, learners of a foreign language are, by and 
large, not always aware of the multi-functionality in their own mother-tongue, let alone 
confident, or proficient in the target language, they are therefore highly likely to 
communicate unintended meanings and will be unable to cope with the level of 
variables in a foreign language, especially at a higher level of fluency where learners 
need to communicate meaning containing more nuance (Takahashi and Beebe, 1998). 
This is a familiar situation to any learner, or for that matter, teacher, of a foreign 
language. 
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 A more practical, manageable notion for many teachers of a foreign language is, 
rather than requiring learners to learn about language variability (The three 
metafunctions of Systemic Functional Grammar and Complex Systems theory); it 
would be practical to get learners to attend to the meaning in a communicative context 
in a simpler way. At lower levels of competency, only a limited amount of attention can 
be paid by learners to a communication context. Activities at the correct level6 can, if 
appropriately structured, encourage learners to, at first follow patterns of language and 
then to create novel utterances to continue information exchanges (i.e. having a 
meaningful conversation). 
 This section has seen how Systemic Functional Grammar is a way in which 
communicating from a limited choice of words (the grammar) can be systematised in a 
way in which the function (the intent of the communication) of the language is 
paramount (rather than proscribed rules). The process of having conversations in a 
foreign language in a meaningful way; has been a project of interest for many scholars. 
An attempt to show an efficacious way to bring about this goal using certain notions 
from SLA theory combined with SFG is the content of the following section. 
 
2. SFG and the Complexity of SLA 
 Teachers need to be brokers of information for their students, but teachers are 
busy and frequently rely on textbooks for the basic framework of what to teach and in 
which order. Oftentimes, textbooks are both written, and edited; by experienced 
professionals, however, there is still a need for the teacher to broker this information to 
the students in his or her context7. 
 As mentioned above, SFG has almost exclusively been paid attention to at a 
theoretical scale in the field of SLA. Another way to put it is; SFG is not at present used 
to a sufficient degree at a more practical level i.e. in a way that is directly applicable in 
the classroom. In order to explain how SFG theory may compliment notions already 
used in the second language classroom, there follows a brief explanation. 
 As stated above, SLA research resonates with SFG because both are systematic 
and take account of the variability of language. SLA is the term by which it is thought 
that learners of second languages are able to improve their ability to communicate in a 
second language, SLA can be referred to as a complex system (Larsen-Freeman and 
Cameron, 2008). SFG, is an attempt to explain the reasons why communication and 
meaning are tightly interwoven, and that to attempt to explain how to improve a 
learner’s interlanguage competence without the acknowledgement of this reason is not 
of best practice (Thompson, 2004). It follows then, that an explanation be made of how 
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SLA and SFG are linked and how, when combined, they can ameliorate the process of 
gaining a better control over the ability to communicate meaning.  
 The strands of SLA explained below are Language Awareness, Corpus 
Linguistics and Interlanguage Pragmatics. These strands, coupled with a familiarity 
with Content-based Instruction within the context of a Communicative Curriculum. 
They form the basis of the proposal of a practical use of SLA theory and SFG principles 
in the EFL classroom.  
 
i. Language Awareness8 and Systemic Functional Grammar are linked in that SFG is 
an analysis of communication of meaning in language, as opposed to formal grammar 
approaches which focus on word classes (Thompson, 2004: 30). The analysis of 
communication requires knowledge of meta-functions. By definition, knowledge of 
language metafunctions (how to explain the contents of one’s mind, how to maintain 
relationships, how to organise one’s thoughts) require second or foreign language 
learners to become more aware of the language they use. Hence, Language Awareness 
is deemed an appropriate theory to include in the EFL classroom. 
 
ii. Corpus9 Linguistics and Systemic Functional Grammar are both concerned with the 
choices speakers make as they intend to communicate meaning. After the initial word of 
an utterance is chosen, the choices for the following word become limited (Thompson, 
2004: 30). Thus, patterns of language use can be found. Study of corpora can therefore 
give information about language as “meaning-making activity” (Halliday 1992: 15), and 
not merely language as theoretical ideal. Often, patterns of language use, form word 
associations which appear more often than just by chance. These are called collocations. 
These collocations are multi-word units (cf. chunks of language, figurative expressions, 
metaphor or idiom). Therefore, knowledge of multi-word units of language is important 
because they are the ways in which the activity of making meaning is performed. Hence, 
a goal in the EFL classroom should be for learners to have an awareness of how to 
approach meaning in sentences as multi-word units. 
 
iii. Interlanguage Pragmatics10: Communicating meaning is bound up with whom the 
communication is taking place. Furthermore, various factors, such as status and 
politeness factor in the communicative context. SFG attempts to explain these factors in 
a systematic way. The way in which a learner goes about building up required 
pragmatic accuracy goes a long way to improving smooth communication of intended 
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meaning. Hence, a goal of the EFL classroom should be for learners to have an 
awareness of, for example; genre, status and politeness (this ties in strongly with the 
Interpersonal Metafunction of SFG). 
 
iv. A Communicative Curriculum11 allows learners to become stakeholders in their 
learning. An SFG approach to the analysis of authentic communication can give 
learners this stake. Hence, a curriculum bound up with relevant themes and activities at 
the correct level of difficulty and interest should be a goal of the EFL classroom. 
 
v. Content-based Instruction12 (CBI); is a method of instruction where theme and 
content are of primary importance. The theme and the content should come from 
authentic sources and exercises be derived from it. CBI also leads learners to employ 
certain strategies with the goal of moving the learning responsibility away from the 
teacher and toward the learner (Rosen & Sasser, 1997). Hence, the content of lessons in 
an EFL classroom should allow learners freedom to adopt the language encountered in 
the lesson and communicate meaning by constructing similar, but novel, utterances. 
 
 This essay has so far proposed that the three metafunctions of Systemic 
Functional Grammar; and Larsen-Freeman and Cameron’s (2008) approach, which 
treats the study of SLA as a Complex System be the basis by which a curriculum with 
the aim of motivating learners to communicate information in the target language. How 
this aim is to be best carried out must be by the arrangement of appropriate lesson 
activities. This arrangement is the content of the following section. 
 
3. Lesson Activities using SFG principals 
 This section attempts to show why using SFG principals in the EFL 
environment helps learners to better communicate meaning appropriately in the target 
language. This betterment comes as a result of the efficacy of the arrangement of 
appropriate tasks using SFG principles, within the framework outlined above, in the 
classroom. 
 If we take the aforementioned Hallidayan principal that all language is 
communication we must focus on this communication in classroom activities. It follows 
then that learners should be helped to communicate. An efficacious way to facilitate 
communication is to give some reason to communicate. Thus, it is proposed themes 
deemed suitable for giving a reason for engaging in communication; be used as a basis 
for lesson content.  
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 It is a given13 that readily expressible ideas to be shared with class peers would 
be most motivating for learners. However, such activities must be structured so that they 
do not diverge too much from the socio-cultural context of the learners14. In other words, 
be appropriate in not only in socio-cultural terms, but also ability level and interest. 
 However there is another given in the EFL classroom, that of unmotivated 
learners. As a remedy, it is proposed that authentic language be used in conjunction with 
foreign language learners in order to mitigate negative factors affecting uptake of new 
language in a lesson setting where a communicative approach to language teaching is 
pursued. It is, then, important to use information in communicative contexts at a level 
between what students know already and what they have yet to learn16. Taking this 
premise, a suitable model and themes which are motivating will mitigate negative 
factors and make unmotivated learners into motivated ones. Such level appropriate 
encounters with authentic texts are proposed in a curriculum of lessons based on 
principles of analysis of SFG combined with SLA theory. The communicative contexts 
appear in the form of short filmed responses to themed questions. 
 Such responses to questions from native-English-speakers will, it is hoped, 
create a need for learners not to abort lesson activities, but to engage with the theme (at 
a macro level) and the activities (at a micro level). Discussions with classmates, that 
help learners to focus on form in the content of the communicative context will help 
make it easier for learners to emulate what they have heard, i.e. communicate meaning 
in English similar to that which they have encountered. Learners will only be able to do 
this well if they have analysed the communication patterns of the native-speaker peer16. 
 This section has dealt with how SFG analysis techniques can be interpreted for 
lower level learners in a way to achieve a closer relation with communicating meaning 
that they have a stake in (not just communicating platitudes, i.e. using texts constructed 
for the purpose of grammar explanation). The analysis, and subsequent use, of 
authentic language (made up of multi-word units) leads to analysis of pragmatics and 
semantics rather than Chomskyan-style grammar17. Therefore using native speakers’ 
answers to questions on a particular theme as the basis of analysis, imitation and starting 
point for discussion (communicating meaning) is a valid exercise for the foreign 
language learner. 
 
4. Sample Lesson Activities: Based on SFG and SLA Theory 
 
 The context for these activities is based on a Japanese university speaking 
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oriented course for lower level, false beginner students. With reference to the 
aforementioned five strands of SLA (Language Awareness, Corpus Linguistics and 
Interlanguage Pragmatics. These strands, coupled with a familiarity with 
Content-based Instruction within the context of a Communicative Curriculum). The 
curriculum of themed questions and answers create a scenario conforming to the 
socio-cultural setting of Japan. There follows a systematic explanation of the complex 
set of variables proposed to be useful in EFL lessons in the tertiary setting of Japan. 
 
i. Themes 
It is hoped to raise the awareness (cf. Carter, 1994: note 8) of the way in which native 
speakers answer questions that are daily expressions, such as; “What did you do last 
weekend?” This is the type of question a learner may come across in dealings with an 
English speaker peer and of which learners can readily provide an answer (more readily 
though, after language awareness activities have been worked through). 
 
ii. SFG principals 
The goal is to raise awareness of how a learner may appropriately communicate 
meaning rather than learning any specific grammatical point. It is done through 
attending to the activities designed on the SFG principles of: 
 
• Facilitating certain kinds of social and interpersonal interactions 
• Representing ideas about the world 
• Connecting these ideas and interactions into meaningful texts and making them 
relevant to their context 
(Halliday, 1978: 112) 
 
iii. Activity  
 (Based on the Communicative Context of a similar aged native speaker 
interlocutor, taken from an unedited answer to the question “What did you do last 
weekend?” 
Text 
 Scott: “Well, basically, I went to see a friend in another city and she - kind of 
acted as my tour guide. And, uh, first we went to her favourite Italian restaurant, which 
was very nice. And, uh, then after that we went to a used book store, which, I gotta tell 
you, I just love used bookstores, I could spend like 24 hours in one of those  - and so 
we both bought a heap of books and then after that, uh, we went to a movie, so, a great 
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weekend but overall, pretty packed!” 
 
 Based on the SLA research which has most resonance with SFG, outlined 
above, there follows a brief description of the types of activities used within the context 
of this paper. 
 
iii. Language Awareness/ Corpus Linguistics 
 As learners in the context of this paper typically have become accustomed to 
the behaviourist mode of analysis of texts16, there is a need for appropriate inductive 
tasks to engage learners with the text at both the macro and micro levels. Macro; in the 
sense that both the theme, and what the person says, must be something that encourages 
an intrinsic wish to find out more. Some language awareness activities may include the 
following points. 
 
• That Scott uses sequencing (first, and so, and then, overall). 
• Language awareness activities can point out useful multi-word units (I just love 
noun-phrases – “I just love used bookstores”, a(n) adjective of nouns – “a heap of 
books”). 
• Learners attend to activities designed to help them discuss what Scott says 
(Students lay out a short story of what they did last weekend in a similar way to 
Scott). 
 
Interlanguage Pragmatics 
 Because learners in the context of this paper are typically at the lower end of 
the scale of interlanguage; how to control a conversation with a peer is often a struggle. 
This is often because of a lack of knowledge about how, and what, to say about a topic 
(compounded by the average textbook relying on formal grammar teaching methods and 
texts that are made to emulate it). The aim here is to show learners how to use the 
language they hear to create meaningful dialogues because they feel that they have a 
stake in the learning process. Some pragmatic interlanguage activities may include the 
following points. 
• Interactive activities use Scott’s language (answer the same question in stages, 
building to a longer answer). 
• Students notice appropriate ways to say certain phrases with a similar aged 
interlocutor (These ways can include, for example, body language, facial 
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expression). 
• Students prepare and communicate ideas about the theme using these phrases to 
classmates 
 
iv. Content-based Instruction 
 The content used in the curriculum outlined above is, as mentioned earlier, a 
way in which to move the focus away from the teacher and to the learner. The only way 
to do this is for learners to take active part in the learning process. Learners are 
encouraged to make novel utterances modelled on the content of the given in the 
authentic input. 
 
v. Communicative Curriculum 
 This goal of moving the focus towards the learner; is achieved by having 
engaging content. The content being then the heart of the matter, it is of utmost 
importance that learners become highly involved in the classroom activities, only then 
will they become stakeholders in the learning process. It is thus deemed appropriate that 
learners in this context be exposed to authentic content of responses to questions that a 
learner may experience in daily life, i.e. not the artificial scripts often found in 
textbooks. 
 
Conclusions 
 This paper is based on the principals of Systemic Functional Grammar and 
Complex Systems theory in Applied Linguistics. Combined with Second Language 
Acquisition theories of Content-based instruction and a Communicative Curriculum, 
appropriate activities are formed with the ideas of Language Awareness, Corpus 
Linguistics and Interlanguage Pragmatics in mind. The proposed method of instruction 
of this systemic approach to teaching in the EFL environment of Japan and its attendant 
variables; is through the use of a Content-based method of instruction within a 
Communicative Curriculum. 
 Therefore, the premise of using a curriculum based on themed native-speaker 
responses to questions is deemed worthy of further research. According to Hallidayan 
principals, the main crux of a foreign language lesson should be meaningful 
communication. Meaningful communication gives a reason for students to be invested 
in the learning process. Therefore, it is imperative to have a good theme on which to 
base meaning exchange (giving and listening to opinions). The language used to convey 
meaning need not be analysed on strict SFG patterning as this would be inappropriate 
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for our learners but its main ideas be brokered to suit the needs of learners in this 
particular learning context. 
 
Notes 
1. It is proposed that authentic language input be a complex system because of the 
wider social context in which it is made. The social context affects the decision to 
use certain words and phrases. 
2. Selinker (1972) states that Interlanguage is defined as “the interim grammars 
constructed by the second-language learners on their way to the target language’. 
3. Metafunctions in this context are functions of analyses of texts achieved without 
being aware of the analysis taking place. 
4. For more on the factors involved in the limited attention available when processing 
language see Robinson (2001). 
5. Number. ‘Where ‘text’ means any instance of language in use’ (Thompson, 2004: 
10). 
6. Krashen (1982) states that Language at the correct level means language at a level 
just a little higher than the current level of the learner he calls this i+1, where “i” is 
the current level of the learner. Vygotsky (in Lantolf and Appel, 1994) also states a 
similar ideal learning environment, it is known as the Zone of Proximal 
Development. 
7. Bialystok (1993) states that there are many factors that affect the smooth learning of 
a foreign language, they are “Theories of individual differences among learners, 
social and cultural factors in development, pedagogical principles of teaching, and 
linguistic constraints on structure”. 
8. In 1982, the Language Awareness Working Party defined Language Awareness as 
“a person’s sensitivity to and conscious awareness of the nature of language and its 
role in human life.” (Donmall, 1985: 7). However more recently, Andrews (2007: 
12-13) writes that the following excerpt of Carter’s (1994) definition has ‘been the 
cornerstone of curricula in L2 education … where the relationship between form 
and meaning is generally uncontroversial.’  
c) A greater self-consciousness about the forms of language we 
use. We need to recognise that the relations between the forms 
and meanings of a language are sometimes arbitrary, but that 
language is a system and it is for the most part systematically 
patterned. 
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(Carter, 1994: 5) 
9. A Corpus is defined as ‘a collection of naturally occurring language texts in 
electronic form, often compiled by according to specific design criteria and 
typically containing many millions of words’ (Halliday, Teubert, Yallop, Cermakova 
(2004: 168). Annotated corpora can be searched very quickly because they are 
accessible by computerised searches. Skilled users search lists of utterances in a 
communicative context that have been tagged, or marked, to show different parts of 
speech. 
10. Pragmatic Interlanguage has been defined as ‘the study of intercultural styles 
brought about through language contact, the conditions for their emergence and 
change, the relationship to their substrata, and their communicative effectiveness’ 
(Kasper and Blum-Kulka, 1993: 4) 
11. Curricula, which are considered reflections of best practice at tertiary level 
institutions that specialise in SLA, incorporate a communicative curriculum (Breen 
and Candlin, 2003). Learners taking part in this type of curriculum would hope to 
gain competency in the target language environment as a result of the efficacy of its 
design. 
12. When describing a program in the EFL context, Brinton, Snow and Wesche (2003: 
34) describe principles on which successful CBI program is based. 
• Theme and content (specified in terms of communicative goals) are of primary importance 
• The language exercises are derived from the text rather than imposed on it 
• The texts are authentic – they have been produced for and by native speakers of English; in other 
words, they have not been simplified for pedagogical purposes 
13. Graves (2003) refers to groups of people in her systematic view of course 
development in English Language Teaching. In this case, the author points out a 
different type of given. It is believed that learners will have an intrinsic interest in 
certain types of communication; i.e. communication of readily expressible ideas to 
classmates. 
14. An in-depth consideration of the socio-cultural context of Japanese learners at the 
tertiary level is beyond the scope of this paper but it has been postulated that many 
Japanese learners may broadly form their communication patterns within the 
Japanese frame of placing ‘a very high value on the communication of subtle 
aspects of feeling and relationship and a much lower on the communication of 
information’ (Scollon and Scollon, 2003: 151).  
15. An important consideration at the tertiary level is that learners of English will often 
come from a secondary school learning environment where there is emphasis on the 
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behaviourist method of teaching and learning and where it is deemed important that 
there is 
development of the seishin (spirit and character), shudan 
ishiki (social group consciousness and belongingness) and 
dantai ishiki (organizational group consciousness) … The 
Japanese tradition of content mastery in a teacher-fronted 
classroom is long and deeply rooted（Kelly,1998）. 
16. Krashen and Terrel (1983), write that an affective filter can cause a barrier to 
learning. If this filter is lowered by using appropriate methods, second language 
acquisition will be improved. 
17. Grammars tend to be based on the underlying notion that language is organised by 
grammar elements which have a fixed rule-based order, and lexical elements, free 
of any constraint, which are inserted in the spaces left for them by the ‘structure’ 
words. This can be contrasted with the ‘idiom principle’ which favours the 
selection of chunks of language rather than single words. 
18. Of course the meaning being communicated is done with authentic language input. 
The difficulty arises in making the language accessible to learners in the EFL 
context. This is done by using SFG principles, i.e. helping learners become aware 
of the 3 metafunctions of SFG (Experiential, Interpersonal, Textual). 
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要旨 
機能言語学とネイティブスピーカーの対話 
ジェニングズ・スティーブン 
  本論文における第二言語習得論の研究方法は、（１）機能言語学、（２）複雑系の２つ
の理論に影響されている。また本研究では、EFL 教室において最善の言語インプットを導
き出す授業内容に理論がどのように有益なのかを考察する。 
